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What purpose does 
commemoration serve and 
is it provoking the very ethnic 
tensions it is supposedly 
intended to disperse in 
Rwanda?
A Rwandan man looks at the names of 
victims of the 1994 genocide on a wall at 
the Kigali Memorial Center  [EPA]
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Upon wrestling control of the nation in July 
1994, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) 
 currently led by President Paul Kagame  
YLJVNUPZLK[OH[[OLNLUVJPKL^HYYHU[LKVѝJPHS
YLJVNUP[PVUHUKJVTTLTVYH[PVU;OLÄYZ[
commemorative ceremony took place in April 
1995, even as the RPF struggled to reconstruct 
the nations damaged infrastructure and to 
facilitate political stability, and recognised Hutu, 
Tutsi and Twa victims.
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Critics suggest Rwandas approach to 
commemoration silences public discussion of 
mass atrocities perpetrated by RPA troops, 
beginning with the start of the civil war in 1990 
and continuing in the post-genocide period, 
both in Rwanda and in the neighbouring 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The RPF 
acknowledges that some RPA soldiers  allegedly 
new recruits who lacked discipline  murdered 
Hutu civilians they believed bore criminal 
responsibility for the 1994 genocide. However, 
the absence of transparency surrounding whether 
these soldiers have been held accountable 
has left many Rwandans with the impression 
that Rwanda is in the grips of victors justice, 
^P[OVUS`;\[ZPZ\ќLYPUNILPUNHKKYLZZLK]PH
the states programme of commemoration and 
transitional justice.  
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early 1990s, when the sudden emergence of 
multiple political parties allowed extremists to 
use their freedom of speech to enhance ethnic 
divisions, ultimately leading to violence. With this 
PUTPUKNV]LYUTLU[VѝJPHSZZVTL[PTLZHYN\L
that they simply need more time in order for the 
population to realise that their approach is the most 
LќLJ[P]L^H`[VWYL]LU[M\Y[OLYISVVKZOLK<U[PS
then, they insist, freedom of speech related to the 
genocide, and Rwandan history more generally, is 
impossible. 
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